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ABSTBICT 

This study exploresi (1) on the theoretical leTel, 
the relationship of certain personality characteristics to second 
language learning auong youcg children; and (2) on the practical 
leTel, if the bases parents use for deciding whether to enroll their 
child in a second language prograu are nell*founded. In their 
kindergarten year, 63 French iuuersion pupils and 63 pupils in the 
English prograu Tith French as a second language sere rated by their 
teachers on nine personality characteristics. These scores vere 
correlated vith the children's French language achieTeuent scores in 
kindergarten, grade one and grade tuo. The results indicate that tuo 
personality characteristics douinated the significant correlations 
for the French iuuersion group. The English prograu data shoved a 
siuilar pattern but Tith fever significant correlations. A t-test 
indicated that the iuuersion children vere rated significantly higher 
than the other group on three personality characteristics. Only one 
of these, hovever, correlated highly vith French achieveuent and 
another appeared to have soue negative effects, (Author) 
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Persorallty Characteristics and Second Language Learntog in 



Young Children; A Pilot Study 
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Herrlll Svain and Barbara Bumaby 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 
Toronto, Canada 



ABSTRACT 




This study eiq»lores (1) on the theoretical level, the 
relationship of certain personality diaractaristics to second 
language learning anong young children and (2) on the 
practical level, if the bases parents use for deciding 
whether to enrol their child in a second language program are 
vell-foundad. 



In their Kindergarten year, 63 French iMerslon pupils 
and 68 pupils in the English progran vitfa French as a second 
language were rated by their teachers on nine personality 
characteristics. These scores were correlated vith the 
cfaildren*s French language achleveaent scores in Kindergarten, 
grade one and grade two. The results indicate that two 
personality characteristics dominated the significant correlations 
for Che French iMierslon group. The English progrm data shewed 
a similar pattern but vith fewer significant correlations. 
A t-test indicated that the iMiersion children were rated 
significantly higher than Che other group on tbree personality 
characteristics. Only one of these, however, correlated 
highly with French acfaieve»ent and another appeared to have 
soae negative effects. 



2 



116 



Personality Characteristics and Second Language learning In 
Yotpg Children; A Pilot Study ^ 

2 

Herrill Swain and Barbara Bumaby 
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education 

IHTR0DUCTIOW 

The present study has been motivated by both practical and theoretical 
considerations. At a theoretical level* the study examines the relationship 
between specific characteristics and second language learning SMong young 
children. At a practical level* it examines if the personality bases parents 
use for deciding whether to enrol their child in a second language prograa 
are well-founded. 

Research which has examined the role of personality characteristics in 
second language learning Is quite limited. In reviewing the role of psycho- 
logical and social factors in second language learning and bilingualise* 
Gardner (1975) points out that '*one ni^t anticipate a considerable body of 
research concerned with personality correlates of second language achievement* 
but a review of the literature suggests that relatively speaking this area 
has not been extensively investigated** (P. 18). The paucity of research 
In this area is perhaps even more evident when*one looks for studies of 
young children. 

IWo studies* however* have some bearing on the issues at hnd. Edwards 
and Caaserly (1976) noted differences in personality characteristics as 
indicated by the Early School Personality Questionnaire between students 
In an early-^grade French isnersim program and students in a regular English 
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program at the grade two level* They conclude that "there are a nunber 
of personality differences between groups such as the tendency of the 
immersion group to be more assertive^ independent and to be critical 
and abstract thinkers. This is probably due less to the program than 
it is to preselection factors affecting the parents* choice of a second 
language option for their child'* (p* 318}* 

Edwards and Casserly undertook their research specifically to demonstrate 
that the second language program (inviersion} did not have any detrimental 
effects on personality development rather than to exaislne whether certain 
personality traits were associated with high or low achievement in the 
second language* This latter issue was investigated by Tucker^ Bamayan 
and Genesee (1976) who administered the Junior-Senior Hifi^ School Personality 
Questionnaire as well as cognitive^ attitude and French language achievement 
tests to three groups of students. All groups were in grade seven at the 
time of testing* One group had been in a French iimnersion program since 
Kindergarten* The second group had been in a regular program up to grade 
seven* with French as a subject of instruction for one period a day* In 
grade seven* however* they received all their instruction in French except 
for English Language Arts* The third group was in a regular program with 
French as a second language from Kindergarten through grade seven* 

Tucker* Mamayan and Genesee conclude that: "There were ii^>ortant 
Interaction effects between group membership and personality traits for 
the two expressive interpersonal skills - listening conprehension and oral 
production* In particular* success for students In the ane*year late immersion 
program seems to be associated with being adventuresome and attempting to 
utilise French in the community* This cluster of traits seems less important 
as a predictor of success for studenta from the early immersion program who 
have been using French over a period of eight yeara*** (p* 26}* 



ita 



These two sees of data Indlcace chac (1) Che personallcy characcersclcs 
of early-grade French lopaerslon pupils appear co be sotan^ac different 
from chose of pupils in Che regular English program, alchough whecher chey 
were inicially differenc cannoc be ascercained from che Edwards and 
Casserly scudy, and (2) cercain characceriscics such as **advenCuresoi»e*' 
are nore loporcanc Co the developmenc of ape^ddng and liscening skills 
ac a lacer age Chan ac an earlier age. 

In Che presenc sCudy, che personalicy daca were collecced early in 

the Kindergarcen year in order co decenaine if inicial differences exisced 

in personalicy characceriscics between pupils in the French innersion program 

and chose in the regular English program. Existing differences are Incer* 

preced as an indicacion of personality characceriscics that parenCB perceive 

4 

Co be ifl^orcanc for success in a French iiaiersion program. Correlacions 
are Chen calculaced between each personalicy craic and various French language 
scores obcained by che scudents in Kindergarcen, grade one and grade two 
Co decermine if parcicular characceriscics are assodaced wich second 
language learning* 

METHOD 

Stj>jeccs ; The children involved in chis sCudy are 63 French iaoersion pupils 
and 68 English program pupils who have been cesced each Spring as pare of 
a long-Cent evaluacion of early-grade French innersion programs undercaken 

by the Bilingual Education Projecc (BEP) of the Oncario Inscitute for Studies 

5 

in Education* The children were enrolled in their respective programs at 
the Kindergarten level in Septeinber, 1972 in five schools of the Ottawa Board 
of Education and the Carleton Board of Education. The immersion program 
pupils received all their instruction in French in Kindergarten and grade one* 
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tn grade two they continued to receive all their instruction in English 
Language Arts. The English program pupils received all their instruction 
in English in Kindergarten through grade two except for 20-40 minutes 
per day of French as a second language (FSL) instruction. Both groups 
of pupils were from similar socio-economic backgrounds and were from 
English-speaking homes. There was approximately the same number of boys 
and girls in each group. 

Procedures and test materials ; (1) during the latter part of Septeniber 
(1972) the classroom teachers assessed each child's personality using 
an instrument developed by BEP* The instrument used was composed of 
nine items in each of which th^ teacher was asked to chooose, from among 
five or six alternatives « the statement that best described the child* 
Each set of statements v^as designed to represent four of five degrees of 
intensity of one personality characteristic. The nine characteristics 
included were quickness In grasping new concepts, clinging to and defending 
one*s awn opinions, cheerfulness and happiness, perfectionist tendencies, 
sociability, imaginativeness and creativeness, independence, anxlousness 
and talkativeness. The category *'unable to judge" was inclli(Jed in each of 
the items. The characteristics used were a distillation of other personality 
.test items and aspects of personality which have been considered iinportant 
in second language learning, such as outgoingness, friendliness and talkativeness 
(Valette, 1964)# sociability (Pritchard, 1952), social spontaneity (Smart, 
flton & Burnett, 1970), and anxiety (Gardner & Sinythe, 1975). 

(2) In May and June of each year the pupils were administered a battery 
of tests. In this paper, only those test scores related to performance in 
French will be discussed* The tests administered were as follows: 

6 
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In Kindergarten : (a) The French ComprehCTSion Test (FCT)» (Kindergarten level)* 
a test developed by BEP to meaaure the child's comprehension of French* 
The FCT consists of four parts * vocabulary^ phrases* questions and short 
stories* 

In Grade One; (a) FCT (Grade One level) * given to only 36 English 
program students* and all iinmersion students* The format of both levels 
of the FCT is the same* 

(b) Test de Rendement en Fran^;ais (TRF) * (Grade 1* 1971)* a 
test of French achievement designed for* and nomed on* native speakers of 

French in the CoiBmission des Ecoles Catholiques de HontrSal (CECM). Test 

* 

itens included identification of sounds* word definitions^ vocabulary and 
spelling* It was administered only to immersion students* 

(c) Test of Comprehension and Production (TCP)* a test 
developed by BEP to measure^^e child's ability to understand and ^peak 
French. Three techniques were used; a sentence repetition task* a conversa* 
tional task (with fixed questions asked of each diild)* aiNl a story*telling 
task* This test was a^^ministered individually to each child in the immersion 
program only* Scores from this test that were used in the present study are: 

i) the nundber of units (imn^diate constituents) repeated in the repetition 
task* 

ii) the nuiii)er of units correctly repeated in the repetition task* 

iii) the nuisber of appropriate responses to the set of questions posed in a 
conversational manner* as a measure of comprehension* 

iv) the nuiiber of units spoken in response to the same set of questions* 
^ as a measure of production* 

v) rating of fluency (1-3) in the storytelling task* 

vl) rating of pronunciation (1*3) in the story-talling task* 

vii) rating of intmation (1-3) in the story-telling task. 



'21 

In Grade Two ; a) FCT (Grade One Level) 

b) TRF (Grade Two Level) * given Co immersion scudencs only. 

c) BEP Test de Lecture (TL) (Grade Two Level) - French reading 
test given to inunersion students only. 

RliSULTS 

Considering first the personality measure itself » it was found that the 
ratings for each trait approximated a normal curve, with the exception of 
the trait related to cheerfulness and happiness. On this item* the hi^est 
number of scores was obtained for the first statement '^Always seems to be 
dieerful and happy*' » the second hi^est nuiAer of scores for the second 
statement, and none for the fourth statement, **Is too distressed to function 
In roost situations". 

A conparison of iimnersion and English program pupils on each trait 
using the t*test revealisd that teachers considered the imersion program 
children to be happier, to have more perfectionist tendencies and to be 
more talkative (p <.05). Immersion and English program students were Judged 
by their teachers not to be different on such qualities as quickness in 
grasping new concepts, clinging to one*s own opinion^ sociability, Independence 
and anxiousness. 

Pearson product*moment correlations were calculated between each of the 
nine personality items and each of the second language scores for both 
groups of students. The significant correlations (p <.05) are shown in Table 1. 
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TABLE 1 



Correlations Between Personality Traits and Second Language Scores for 
Itnnersion and English Program Pupils at Kindergarten, Grade One and Grade Two 
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Note: All correlations given in the table are significant at p <.05. 

Blanks indicate that a non^aignif icant correlation was obtained. 
Dashes indicate that the test was not administered. 
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As Table 1 ind<caCes, the characteristics of quickness in grasping 
new concepts and perfectionist tendencies correlate significantly iDost 
frequently with second language scores for immersion program pupils. 
They also correlate significantly with the same second language scores 
with two exceptions - pronunciation in grade one and TL in grade t%ra. 
Where only quickness in grasping new concepts is significantly correlated. 
In the case of pronunciation, the correlation with quickness in grasping 
new concepts is negative (*35) . In other words, the quicker the child 
is to grasp new concepts the less likely he is to have native*like 
pronunciation in French. As for the remaining significant correlations 
between personality characteristics and second language scores for 
immersion students, there is nothing in their distribution or size that 
gives clear indication of a meaningful pattern. It is perhaps worthy 
of note, hcvwever, that anxiousness is highly negatively correlated with 
TL scores (^.69). In other words, the more anxious the student, the less 
likely he is to perform well in a test of reading in the second language. 

The most striking differtoce between the English progrto results and 
the immersion program results is the paucity of significant correlations 
among the former group relative to the Istter. The only positive 
significant correlations between pers(mality traits and second language 
scores involve quickness in grasping new concepts and perfectionist 
tendencies - the same two traits which appeared most ii^portant anongst the 
imoersioR students. IWo significant negative correlations also appear: 
both sociability and talkativeness are negatively correlated with scores 
on the FCT stories section at the Kindergarten level (.-40 and -*.49 
respectively) . 

10 
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCtSSION 
French imnersion children vere Judged Co be happier and «ore 
cheerful* more caXkacive and have a greater tendency cowards perfeccionitm 
Chan English program children. This suggescs chac parencs consider chese 
craics CO be imporcanc qualicies for success in a Preach iflwrsion progtan. 
Of chese chree craica^ hwever* only one - perfeccionlsc cendenciet - 
correlaced signif icancly and frequencly with second language performance. 
Equally* if noc more* imporcanc was che craic of quickness in grasping nmt 
concepcs. 

Considering only Che craic of quickness in grasping new concepcs* ic 
was noced .chac chfs craic correlaced posicively wich a nunber of second 
language performance measures buc negacively wich pronunciacion. This 
suggescs chac parcicular personallcy characceriscics uy be helpful in 
sofoe aspeccs of language learning while being a hindrance Co ochers. 

The face chac quickness in grasping new concepca and i>erfeccionisc 
cendencies were the oiosc iaporcanc characceriscics in second language 
developmenc for boch ionersion and English program scudencs could t^e 
conscrued as supporc for che speculacion chac Che same personalicy 
characceriscics are imporcanc in second language leam^ag among young 
children learning a second language in a formal educacional aeccing. 
However* Che resulcs do noc warranc any scrong conclusion co chis effecc* 
alchou^ Ic la worchy of furcher invescigscion. 

Ic is perhaps parcicularly imporcanc Co noce chac characceriscics 
sudi as calkacivenesSt which che parenca considered imporcanc* and 
sociabilicy^ which ceachers and adulc learners conaider Imporcanc* do noc 
appear co be relaced co second language learning among young children In 
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the note fonoAl educacional seccing of eicher FSL cUsaM or iM«nioii 
clasaes. In face, in the case of childrea learning a aacond langUH^ 
in a FSL class* che only significant correlations which appeared ahoMd 
a negative relaclDn between the traits of sociability and talkativeness 
and the developneiit of an ability to understand a second language. 
Perhaps this is not surprising - children who are talkative and aociable, 
may apend lesa tine listening, and it seens obvious that one haa to 
liaten in order to learn to underatand the spoken version of a lanSuagt. 

The results from this study aupport tiia interpretation given by 
Edwarda and Casaerly (1976) that differences in personality characteristics 
foudd between imneraion end English prograa pupils were due to preselection 
factors. The results also support the findings of TUcker, Hamayan and 
Genesee (1976) which suggest that for children in the early iiMersion 
program, attempting to use French in the coomunity and advent ureso>eneas 
w^lch must Surely be related to sociability and talkativeneas, are not 
critical in the development of aecond language speaking and listening skills. 

Whether the relation between the personality variables considered in 
this paper and aecond language learning ia a direct one, or whether other 
variables intervene can, of courae, not be answered by this study. It 
may be that in an educational setting, talkativeness and sociability are 
not valued traita. Talkative and aociable children mey diarupt teaching* 
diaturb silent periods, and generally apeaking, be considered discipline 
problems* Teacher reaction may be such w to affect student learning. 

Thia study began as & pilot investigation to deternine Whether there 
were initial differencea in apecific personality characteristics between 
children who were enrolled in a french imersion program and those Who 
were enrolled in the Engliah program* and what role* if any, theae 
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peiBonalicy characceriscics played in second language learning* Ic 
would be incerescing co know if alidlar differences in personality 
would be found in che children presently entering each program^ now 
chac Che immersion program has expanded considerably. Ic would also 
be incerescing to lutow if che same children who encered in 1972 would 
nott be raced similarly on the personality craits by their ceachers^ 
as chey were by cheir Kindergarcen ceacher^ or if changes have occurred 
due CO program* maturacion, ecc. And finally* it would be interesting 
Co know If che same characceriscics which appear co be iflportant in 
second language learning in chls acudy* would be equally iflporcanc in 
ocher learning envircmaencs and ac other age levels of beginning learners. 



13 



127 



IDOTNOTES 

^is research wae funded in part by a Grant in Aid of Educational Research 
from the Ministry of Education for the Province of Ontario* 

^e wish to express our thanks to the administrations of the Ottava Board 
of Education and the Carleton Board of Education and to the principals and 
teachers of the schools involved for their Bost helpful cooperation* 

3 

These stiulents had 60 75 ninutes a day of French instruction* 

4 

It is assumed here that the children theMselves had little influence on 
the choice of the language learning program they uere enrolled in* Horeover* 
the school did not screen the children specially on my aptitude or achievement 
grounds for entrance into either program, 

^For a detailed description of the annual evaluation* see Svain and Barik* 
1976* Ihe pupils in this study conaist of those pupils in Cohort III for 
whom data are available at each of the three grade levels* 

^e wish to thank Dr* G* Neufeld of the Dept* of Linguistics* ttelversity 
of Ottawa for his help in developing the personality assessment instrument* 

7 

For a fuller description of these tests se^ Jvaln and Barlk* 1976* 
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